
Parshas
Vayishlach

Unpredictable
Reactions

In Parshas Vayishlach we learn about 
Yaakov Avinu’s battle with the Sar shel Eisav 
after he crossed the river alone to retrieve his 
forgotten vessels. Rashi makes a puzzling re-
mark on the Passuk “Vayei’aveik ish imo – The 
angel wrestled with him”.

In defining the word Vayei’aveik, Rashi 
gives us two possible roots. The first one, is 
that it is derived from the word “avak – dust”, 
because as they were wrestling, they kicked 
up the dust at their feet. The other explana-
tion, the one preferred by Rashi, is that it is 
derived from the Aramaic term for “embrac-
ing”. While fighters wrestle they appear to be 
locked in an embrace. 

It is very puzzling that Rashi prefers the 
second explanation, after all, the first expla-
nation makes sense. When involved in battle, 
it is normal for fighters to kick up sand, dust 
and whatever else might be in their path. But 
the second explanation is rather intriguing; 
while it’s true that fighters will make physi-
cal contact and they seem to be hugging, the 
root word has a diametrically opposite conno-
tation. Hugging is something that people do 
when they love each other. 

The Ksav Sofer explains that as we know, 
this battle was representative of Klal Yisrael’s 
eternal conflict with the nations of the world, 
and these explanations give us a glimpse into 
the nature of these conflicts. Throughout our 
history, the umos ha’olam have never been 
very fond of us, and have always tried to make 
our lives difficult. Sometimes, though, they 
change tactics. They pretend to embrace us, 
to love us, they sweet-talk us, and try to un-
dermine us through ‘love’. 

We might be lulled into complacency and 
let our guard down, because after all, the goy-
im are being so nice! We are unaware that this 
is part of the battle and we can never really 
know when they will start kicking up the dust 
again. 

•
When dealing with their spouses or chil-

dren, some people have this temperament as 
well. They’re sometimes loving, gentle, and 
caring, but then - out of nowhere - they blow 
their fuse and go off on a mad tangent. 

This type of behavior is not only confusing 
to family, but also damaging. Family members 
of such people have said to me that they wish 
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Dear Rabbi Gruen, 

My wife and I have been blessed with thirteen children ke”h and also with laid-back, 
easygoing personalities. We recently realized that our younger children don’t sit at 
the Shabbos table. They sit for kiddush and then they’re off and running. We’re not the 
type to insist on decorum or yell at our kids, and our older kids turned out fine B”H even 
though we never disciplined them in this area. What can we - or should we - do to get 
them to participate in our Shabbos meals?
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Thank you for your question. Wiithh
my response, I hope to help out others my response I hope to help out others
who might find themselves in a similar 
situation.

When we see our kids behave less 
than ideally, it’s very easy to get car-
ried away. “Oh my goodness, he left 
his socks on the floor! He’s never ever 
going to clean up after himself in his 

lifetime!”, “ er outfit Oh no! She got he

dirty! She’ll be a messy eater forever!di t ! Sh ’ll b t f ” 

But it is not necessarily so. Very often, 

children who behave like children while 

they’re young, turn into very fine and 

upstanding adults. Your own children 

are proof to this concept. Even though 

you never made a big deal about your 

family sitting nicely at the table, your

their spouse/parent would never r bebe nnicice e toto them
at all! Because whwhen theey y araree treatedd weellll,, they 
alalloloww themmseselvlvees to beb lieve that all wwill bee fforo -
ever good, aannd tthehenn tht e next explosioon catcheses 
them comomplpletetely offoff guard. 

Of course, it’s nonormmalal for someone to hhave a 
bbad day or bbee iin a bad mood, as long as youu are 
aware of what you’re doing and you don’t forgget 
to apolologize if you mistreat anyone. But telling 

your child oonne day tthahatt heh ’s a tzaddik and the 
next thaatt hee’ss aa goood-for-nooththining,g, or being uun-
predictablble to the ppoiointn  where yyouour family nevver
knows what’s going tto o set you offoff, can be verry 
hurtful and eveven abbusisiveve. 

When ddeaealiling with yoyour famillyy mem mbers,
don’n’tt bebe aa sar shel Eisav, mmaake sure tto o kek ep your
meessages consistent and prrededictable,, nno matter
what ccomomes your way. 



children grew older and they started doing sso 
on their ownwn. Soo tthere’s no need to get carried 
away by kids bbeieing kids. 

•
WhWhen it coomes to the perfect SShahabbos seu-

dah, many of usus have thiss ppicictutureressque image in 
our mind. A maajesticicaally set tabable, beautiful-
ly dressed children all sitting sesererenely in their 
seats, the father animatedly sshahariring a vort on 
the Parsha while the mother caalmlmlyly looks oonn
from her seat taking in the welll ddese ererveved Na-
chas. In this mythical scene the baby is always 
gurgling contentedly in the high chair, and thee
grape juice is always nestled securely in evv--
erybody’s cup. This image is very popular, andd 
you might each find your favorite version of it 
in the children’s coloring book of your choice.

Not surprisingly, many parents strive for 
this romanticized version of a Shabbos table. 
They would love for theirs to look just like it. 
But most parents, especially those with a 
house full of little kids, quickly learn that this 
image is as far removed from reality as it gets. 
And that’s okay. 

•
There is a proliferation of solutions and 

suggestions for people who are looking for 
ways to make their Shabbos seudah more kid 
friendly. If you would like to give that a try and 
you think you might enjoy doing so, go right 
ahead. I use many of these ideas myself, and I 
can tell you that many of them really are good 
and work. And a pleasant Shabbos Seuda real-
ly is rewarding and especially beneficial. 

Sometimes, though, the efforts expend-
ed on creating the perfect atmosphere can 
become too much of a burden on the pararentsts 
– especially when it doesn’t magicallyy hhavavee
the desired effect. That, in turn, might leeadad tto
burnout and nervousness on the part of the 
parents. Conversely, children who are made to 

sit through an adult style meal might become
stressed out and resentful.

•
If it would bother you or your wife very

much, then it would be more of a chinuch is-
sue: out of respect for the parent/s, the kids
shhououldld be behaving better. Sometimeses iitt bebe-
cocommes a Shalom Bayis issue, with eeacchh paarerentnt
hoholding on to a different opinion, anandd not re-
lenting from their position andd prprininciciple of howow
their kids should behave..

However, sinncece for yyoour famimilyly it is neiiththerer
of those – yyou mentiononeded tthahat yoy uu arare e both
okkayay wwiith it – then what’s thehe problem? 

It’s not that chillddrene ddon’tt bele onongg atat aa
Shabbos table, they do! BuB t sos memetitimes it’s
enough that they sit by kiddush and then go o 
play, visiting the meal sporadically as you car-
ry on. As they get older, they will be commpepelllleded
to sit for longer periods of time,e, uuntntilil tthehey y arare e
mature enough to sit through all of it. As long 
as it doesn’t seem out of bounds, with children 
not participating at all, or purposely not com-
ing to the table out of animosity or rebellious 
feelings cha”v, it’s relatively okay, especially if 
you’re okay with it. 

•
You mention that what you’ve done till now

seemed to work, and I’d therefore assume that 
it’s not out of bounds or wrong at all. There’s 
nothing better than what works!

As always, there is no black and white
solution. Each of your kids might have differ-
ent needs, aandnd tthehe bbesestt ththiningg iss ooftftenen tto o ala low 
eachh oof ththeme  too participate as much as theheyy 
fefeelel reae dy to. The idea is that nobody needs to 
experience any stress. Do whatever works for
youu and d your ffama ily.

•



Some parents feel a lot of preressssururee bebecause 
they fear that iif f thhey ddonon’t’t modelel thehe ideal 
seeududahah,, ththeieir chchildrrenen will grow up non t knknowow-
ing how too hhavavee aa seseudah. There’s nno need to 
panic. It’’ss ofoftet n noott whhatat you tell your chchildren, 
bubutt what they see e yoy uu ddo. When a childd sees 
hhis fathher’s ee tnthusiasm at the Shabbos taable, 
hears his passionate singing, his sweet dvvar 
Torah, iitt becomes ingrained in him – even if all 
of thiss is haappening while he’s playing with his 
Playmomobibill set on the dining room floor. When 
he will grow up, he will know just what he 
needs s toto ddo,o, beb ’ezras HHasa hehemm.

Moshe anandd ChChananananyaya davened in veryry ddif--
ferentnt shshuls. “H“Howow is it possible,” Moshe asked 
Chanannya, “tthahat inn oouru  shul we have programs 
fofor r the chc ildren andnd make sure they’re quiet 
and respectful dururinngg dad vening, but when they 
grow up their davening is lukewarm at best? 
In your shul, the boys run around all over the 
place and never sit through the davening, yet 
when they get older, they really seem to be 
into it?” 

“Well,” said Chananya, “in your shul the 
children hear a lot about Davening. By us they 
see their fathers daven, and that is what they 
emulate when they grow up.”

We can and should give our youth some-
thing to aspire to when they grow older, by 
modeling the behaviors we would like to see 

in them. BButut we haaveve tto o let them behave like
childrenn. . IIt’ss aapppproppriate andnd iit’t’ss heh althy.

•
Parents s sosomettimemes s worry ththatat they mustst

doo ccertain thinngs a certain way,y, ootherwisee
theyy’rree nonott getting it ‘righht’t . For examamplp e, they 
thinnk Shabbos food must bebe cookedd frf esh on
FrFridayy, , or that they mustt hhave hhomemade 
challoss eevev ry week. They beb liievevee that they 
have ttoo repeeata  a complicateed dvvara  Torah by 
everyy mem al, or tthah t they must t host 25 guests 
every weweek. But itt ddoesn’t havee to be one par-
ticular ththing, even iff yyour own parents did it. 
FiFindnd ooutut wwhat works for yourur ffamily. 

There are so many opportunities to cele-
brate our Yiddishkeit. It doesn’t have to be dav-
ka the Shabbos seudah every week. It could be 
a nice Rosh Chodesh seudah once a month, or 
a Chanukah party, or a Purim celebration. 

If having impossibly high standards or 
demands of yourself causes you stress, then 
your children will not be impressed. They 
will grow up resenting your efforts. Do what 
enables you to serve Hashem calmly while 
allowing you to build a happy, stress-free 
home for your family. 

Kudos again to your excellent parenting, 
my blessings for continued success!

Rabbi Shimon Gruen
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